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Introduction 

 Throughout church history, there have been occasions were doctrines have 

surfaced, claiming that a currently held truth is in error, and therefore in need of 

revisiting.  Perhaps the most significant in the past 2000 years has been in the 

Reformation of Martin Luther, John Calvin, and their contemporaries.  From an 

evangelical perspective, changes such as that are warmly welcomed; however, that is not 

always the case.  In the late nineteenth century, a new doctrine of God, aptly titled open 

theism or free will theism, emerged. 

 Although a number of evangelical Christians adapted their theology to fit this 

scheme, it was also met with great backlash by others.  Pinnock explains that open theism 

holds that “God, in grace, grants humans significant freedom to cooperate with or work 

against God’s will for their lives, and he enters into dynamic, give-and-take relationships 

with us” and that, in so doing, He “takes risks in this give-and-take relationship, yet he is 

endlessly resourceful and competent in working toward his ultimate goals.”
1
 

 That this is a departure from historic theism is evident.  Since proponents 

recognize this as the case, numerous books and articles have been written to defend the 

view.  One such work is The Openness of God, written and edited by Clark Pinnock, 
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 Clark Pinnock, “Preface,” The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional 

Understanding of God (ed. Clark Pinnock, et al.; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994) 7.  Due to 

modern style standards, some of the works cited do not capitalize pronouns referring to God.  This writer 

will quote works as they appear, but will himself capitalize aforementioned pronouns. 
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Richard Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker, and David Basinger.  Despite their claims 

that the view is more viable biblically, as well as less Hellenistic, than the traditional 

view, it can be demonstrated through their exegesis and subsequent conclusions on the 

perfections and actions of God, as well as the view’s soteriological impact, that it is 

indeed not viable at all given the biblical record. 

 

Open Theism and Divine Perfections 

 In the opening chapter of the book, Rice notes that the theological foundation of 

open theism is couched in the idea that “love is the most important quality we attribute to 

God, and love is more than care and commitment; it involves being sensitive and 

responsive as well.”
2
  In other words, God, as a loving God above all else, seeks a 

genuine give and take relationship with His creatures.  God is affected by them in an 

active and real way, just as they are affected by Him. 

 Within the traditional view, however, it is generally held that all of the perfections 

are seen as equally qualifying and demonstrating Who God is.
3
  Contrary to this view, 

Rice views 1 John 4:8, “God is love,” as being “as close as the Bible comes to giving us a 

definition of the divine reality.”
4
  Because of this statement, as well as ones like it, the  
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 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” The Openness of God: A Biblical 

Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God (ed. Clark Pinnock, et al.; Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press, 1994) 15. 

 

 
3
 “God’s attributes are not parts or divisions within his nature, but each attribute is necessary to his 

being… These writers are right in what they assert [i.e., God is love], but wrong in what they deny [i.e., 

that it is central].”  John Frame, No Other God (Philippsburg, NJ: Presbuterian & Reformed, 2001) 52. 

 

 
4
 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” 18.  The statement in 1 John 4:8, while 

describing an aspect of God, is not the sole place where such a statement takes place.  For example, Nah 

1:8 reads, “God is jealous, and the LORD avenges.”  No one claims that jealousy is God’s central perfection, 

and that is because it is not fruitful to make such distinctions.  Instead, both of these passages are  
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perfection of love is elevated to God’s most central characteristic.  Every other perfection 

is then subservient to that one.
 5
  This is problematic as the Bible does not support this. 

 Further, open theists contend that since God is primarily loving, and because He 

desires a pure relationship with His creatures, that He must then enter time and be subject 

to limitations of it.  God does not know the future, and He is dependent upon human 

actions in order to bring about His purposes.  As Rice states: “Everything that happens in 

[the world] has an effect on him.  Because God’s love never changes, God’s experience 

must change.  In other words, it is part of God’s unchanging nature to change.”
6
 

 People who arrive at this conclusion do so with a faulty view of the eternality and 

transcendence of God.  As Erickson writes: “God is not simply attached to, or involved 

in, his creation.  He is also superior to it in several significant ways.”
7
  Indeed, this is 

stated pages after he writes concerning God’s immanence:  “By immanence we mean 

God’s presence and activity within nature, human nature, and history.”
8
  To emphasize  

                                                                                                                                                 
 

emphasizing certain perfections over others, but they are not necessarily excluding the other perfections as 

being less that central. 

 

 
5
 When traditional theists discuss God’s perfections, the one that usually is emphasized is God’s 

holiness:  “In its original sense [holiness] denotes that He is absolutely distinct from all His creatures, and 

is exalted above them in infinite majesty… It does not seem proper to speak of one attribute of God as 

being more central and fundamental than another; but if this were permissible, the Scriptural emphasis on 

the holiness of God would seem to justify its selection.  It is quite evident, however, that holiness in this 

sense of the word is not really a moral attribute, which can be coordinated with the others, such as love, 

grace and mercy, but is rather something that is co-extensive with, and applicable to, everything that can be 

predicated of God.  He is holy in everything that reveals Him, in His goodness and grace as well as in His 

justice and wrath.”  Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1941) 73.  While 

all of his perfections are self-qualifying (a loving justice, a just love, an eternal unity, etc.), holiness may 

very well be the qualifier of them all, as God is completely distinct from His creation above everything 

else. 

  

 
6
 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” 48. 

 

 
7
 Millard Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2006) 338. 
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one at the cost of the other is necessary and unbiblical.  The Bible certainly informs its 

readers that God carries on conversations with His creatures, but the same Bible also 

stresses that God is completely distinct above them (e.g., Heb 1:3).
9
 

 According to Pinnock, traditional theists “prefer to speak more of God’s power 

than of weakness, more of God’s eternity than temporality, and more of God’s 

immutability than of loving changeableness in relation to us.”
10
  It is striking that he 

refers to God as “weak,” as it is certainly not a word used in the Bible to describe God, 

nor is it proper to speak of love as being weak.  On the contrary, the Bible speaks of 

God’s power, His eternality, and His immutability.  While traditional theists believe that 

God is also immanent, they strike a balance between the two – emphasis, not exclusion. 

 Concerning foreknowledge, Pinnock writes concerning Abraham’s sacrifice of 

Isaac in Gen 22:12: “This was a piece of information that God was eager to secure.”
11
  

God did not know if Abraham had the faith to sacrifice his son, so God had to test him to 

make sure.  Indeed, Pinnock believes that “dozens of examples like this throughout 

Scripture establish that the Bible thinks of an open future that is not completely  

                                                                                                                                                 
 

 
8
 Ibid., 329. 

 

 
9
 Michael Horton sees four areas where the Creator is distinct from the creature: (1) transcendence 

and immanence, (2) the “hidden-revealed” distinction, (3) eternal and temporal execution, and (4) 

archetypal and ectypal distinction.  Michael S. Horton, “Hellenistic or Hebrew?  Open Theism and 

Reformed Theological Method,” Beyond the Bounds: Open Theism and the Undermining of Biblical 

Christianity (ed. John Piper, Justin Taylor, Paul Kjoss Helseth.  Wheaton, IL:  Crossway, 2003) 206-208.  

These distinctions are not imposed so as to create an either-or for God, but so as to show a Creator-creature 

relationship between God and man. 

 

 
10
 Clark Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to the 

Traditional Understanding of God (ed. Clark Pinnock, et al.; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1994) 

105. 

 

 
11
 Ibid., 122. 
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certain.”
12
  This is a difficult thesis to maintain, considering that roughly one third of the 

Bible is prophecy, and the portions that have been fulfilled have been fulfilled literally.
13
  

Nevertheless, Pinnock concludes that “God is all-knowing in the sense that he knows all 

that it is possible to know and powerful enough to do whatever is needed.”
14
 

 Since Pinnock uses the Gen 22 example, it will suffice to look solely at that 

passage as refutation.  Ware sets forth three problems with the open theist’s view.
15
  

Perhaps the most striking is the first of the three, which is a denial of God’s present 

knowledge of Abraham’s heart.  Just as open theists contend that God is omniscient in all 

present matters, so does 1 Chr 28:9 and 1 Sam 16:7.  For open theists to believe that God 

was unaware of Abraham’s current attitude is contrary to Scripture and their own 

thoughts.  Abraham did not need to commit any acts for God to be aware of what was 

presently the case.  For this reason, the account of Gen 22 must have another meaning. 

 It has been seen that the very basis of open theist theology is based on a faulty 

premise: that God’s primary perfection is love, which then causes Him to perform other  

                                                 
 

 
12
 Ibid., 122.  Concerning omniscience, Thomas Morris writes: “Not only is God omniscient, he is 

necessarily omniscient – it is impossible that his omniscience collapse, fail, or even waver.  He is, as 

philosophers nowadays often say, omniscient in every possible world.”  Thomas Morris, Our Idea of God 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1981) 87.  For God to voluntarily limit His knowledge would be to 

take away from who He is as perfect. 

 

 
13
 This is seen to be the case time and time again, whether it is the prediction (foretelling may even 

be a better word) in Micah 5:2 that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem Ephrathah or an explanation 

of future historical events in Dan 11.  As Ware writes: “The amount of his predictive revelation is, simply 

put, overwhelming.”  Bruce Ware, God’s Lesser Glory: The Diminished God of Open Theism (Wheaton, 

IL: Crossway, 2000) 139. 

 

 
14
 Clark Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” 124.  He continues: “The picture of God that I receive 

from the Bible is of One who takes risks and jeopardizes his own sovereignty in order to engage in 

historical interactions with created reality.”  125, emphasis mine. 

 

 
15
 Bruce Ware, God’s Lesser Glory, 67. 
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actions to which traditional theists strongly object.  This false doctrine then allows other 

areas of the Bible to be reinterpreted accordingly. 

 

Open Theism and Divine Actions 

 Just as open theists view God’s perfection of love as most central, they view the 

statements in the Bible referring to God’s feelings and actions as demonstrating the 

outworking of this conclusion.  Rice writes, “God’s life exhibits two important qualities: 

it is social, and it is dynamic.  God enters into relationships and genuinely interacts with 

human beings.  He affects them, and they, in turn, have an effect on him.”
16
  Rice gives 

an example of Exod 32, when he observes that “Moses’ vigorous entrance into the 

discussion shows that ‘God is not the only one who has something important to say.’”
17
 

 A closer study of not only Exdo 32, but of all divine-human dialogue, leads to a 

different conclusion on the nature of divine-human relationship.
18
  In every case, God 

initiates the conversation so that men might learn a lesson.  In the case of Adam in Gen 3, 

God is not asking Adam where he is because He does not know, but because He wanted 

to emphasize the weight of what Adam and his wife had done. 

 Another aspect of open theism for which Exod 32 is an example is the issue of 

repentance.  Rice asserts that “two passages assert that God does not repent (in  

                                                 
 

 
16
 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” 22.  He further explains his position 

when he writes that “God is the ultimate power in reality, but God’s activity consists in large measure in 

responding to human decisions and actions.  What he actually decides to do depends directly on the actions 

of human beings.”  See ibid., 25. 

 

 
17
 Ibid., 29, in which he quotes Terence Fretheim, Exodus (Interpretation Bible Commentary; 

Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1991) 283. 

 

 
18
 See Jonathan Master, “Exodus 32 as an Argument for Traditional Theism” (Th.M. thesis, 

Capital Bible Seminary, 2002). 
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comparison to forty or so indicating that he does so).”
19
  Indeed Num 23:19 and 1 Sam 

15:29 plainly state that God does not repent, and they add that he does not do so “as a 

man.”  In addition, knowledge of the Hebrew, instead of relying on the English 

translations, would help to clarify the meaning of repent.  The two most debated words 

for this issue are nacham and shub.  These words are emotive in nature, not action.  

Therefore, when God is said to have repented in Exod 32:12, it is expressing His mercy, 

not a change due to a give and take relationship.
20
 

 Concerning the actions of God, Rice purports that “the will of God is not an 

irresistible, all-determining force… To a significant extent, God’s actions are reactions…  

For the most part, the fulfillment of God’s will represents a genuine achievement rather 

than a foregone conclusion.”
21
  It should be remembered that this is all based on the 

premise that God’s primary perfection is love, and that this results in His desire to have a 

genuine relationship.  Even without this premise, the view is faulty.  To make God 

dependent on anything would detract from His being Who He is (Exod 3:14). 

 Another aspect of divine action is predictive prophecy.  Rice summarizes the open 

view:  “Predictive prophecy is compatible with genuine creaturely freedom, provided we 

recognize that there is no simple model that fits all prophecies.”
22
  While traditional  

                                                 
 

 
19
 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” 32. 

 

 
20
 Jonathan Master, “Exodus 32 as an Argument for Traditional Theism,” 38. 

 

 
21
 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” 38. 

 

 
22
 Ibid., 51.  Wellum asserts that “it seems highly improbable for a God who does not have 

exhaustive knowledge of future contingents to be able to predict accurately what will come to pass.  If 

Scripture contains predictions and prophecies about the future, which most evangelicals admit, then how is 

god able to guarantee that these predictions will come to pass as he has predicted?”  Stephen J. Wellum,  
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theists would assert that there is but one model for prophecy – God brings fulfillment 

about irrespective of human actions due to His sovereignty, omniscience, and 

omnipotence – Rice lists the open theists three paradigms with which to view prophecy.
23
 

 The first one mentioned is the paradigm of the traditional theist:  “A prophecy 

may express God’s intention to do something in the future irrespective of creaturely 

decision.”
24
  Second, God can prophecy with certainty knowing that there is nothing that 

“could conceivably prevent it.”
25
  In other words, God, surveying the situation, 

recognizes that all conditions have been met, and He can command something because 

nothing could prohibit the event from taking place.  Third, “a prophecy may also express 

what God intends to do if certain conditions obtain.”
26
 

 This final paradigm may be more of an issue of semantics than anything else.  

Traditional theists see passages such as Jer 18 not as a prophecy as much as a 

pronouncement of blessings and cursings depending upon the situation.  Such passages 

do not necessarily imply that God does not know what will occur, but they are simply 

outlining what will happen in such an instance.  That being the case, the traditional theist 

only has a problem with the second of the three paradigms.  However, that is to be  

                                                                                                                                                 
 

“The Inerrancy of Scripture,” Beyond the Bounds: Open Theism and the Undermining of Biblical 

Christianity (ed. John Piper, Justin Taylor, Paul Kjoss Helseth.  Wheaton, IL:  Crossway, 2003) 266. 

 

 
23
 It is interesting to note that open theists do not even use these terms in the same manner in 

which traditional theists do.  Omnipotence, to Pinnock, is “the power that enables God to deal with any 

situation that arises.”  Clark Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” 114.  Immutability is “the faithfulness of 

God as a relational, personal being.”  Ibid., 117. 

 

 
24
 Richard Rice, “Biblical Support for a New Perspective,” 51. 

 

 
25
 Ibid., 51. 

 

 
26
 Ibid., 51. 
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dismissed because it relies on mere conjecture, with a much better explanation being that 

God foreordained it to be so. 

 Finally, in a critique of the traditional view of God, Rice writes that God “is 

untouched by the disappointment, sorrow or suffering of his creatures.”
27
  This is the first 

of many straw man attacks against traditional theism.  Rice does not cite or otherwise 

substantiate this claim, nor would he be able to, as the traditional view does not hold such 

a position.  On the contrary, the Bible presents God as having emotions towards events, 

but those events do not change who He is as an essence, nor does He necessarily adapt 

His will to alleviate such suffering. 

 

Open Theism and Soteriology 

 Although free will can have more than a strictly soteriological sense, the topic 

will be considered here because it does greatly impact the doctrine of soteriology.  

Believing that God wants all men to be saved, and that it is not within His scope to bring 

that about, open theists insist that passages such as 2 Pet 3:9 and 1 Tim 2:4 mean that 

“God’s will does not guarantee the outcome that he desires.”
28
 

 Indeed, Rice reaches three conclusions regarding God’s predestination and human 

free will.
29
  First, open theists believe that simply because an event occurs that aligned 

with God’s predestination does not mean that it necessarily had to be as such.  Second, 

they admit that God “occasionally acts by fiat and directly causes something to happen,”  

                                                 
 

 
27
 Ibid., 12. 

 

 
28
 Ibid., 54-55. 

 

 
29
 Ibid., 56. 
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yet that “does not necessary follow that he determines all events.”
30
  Third, concerning 

calling, open theists believe that the calling is to a group of people, not to individuals.  In 

other words, the church is corporately called, and anyone who freely believes is placed 

within that body. 

 In response, Frame notes that there is a difference between knowledge of a person 

and knowledge of a fact.
31
  When a person is seen as the object of the knowing, it is a 

relational, personal knowing.  When a thing is seen as the object of the knowing, it 

becomes a matter of fact.  When the Bible sets forth that God has chosen, foreknown, or 

predestined people, it is not a general blanket statement, but a specific list of people that 

He will bring to saving knowledge. 

 Branching out past soteriological free will, Hasker writes that open theism 

believes that “God is completely capable of creating a universe every detail of whose 

history is solely determined by his sovereign decree.  But it seems to us that a wise and 

good God would not want – and, in fact, has not chosen – to create such a universe.”
32
  

Thus, free will theism believes that God has given His creatures the power to choose 

what they will. 

 

                                                 
 

 
30
 Ibid., 56. 

 

 
31
 “This the difference between ‘knowing him’ and ‘knowing that.’  For example, consider the 

difference between ‘I know Bill’ and ‘I know that Bill is forth-three years old.’”  John Frame, No Other 

God, 77. 

 

 
32
 William Hasker, “A Philosophical Perspective,” The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to 

the Traditional Understanding of God (ed. Clark Pinnock, et al.; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 

1994) 151.  He adds: “God knows an immense amount about each one of us – far more, in fact, than we 

know about ourselves – but he does not, because he cannot, plan his actions toward us on the basis of a 

prior knowledge of how we will respond.” 
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 It is interesting, and appropriate, that Hasker’s comments come out of a chapter 

on philosophical musings.  It is necessary that the discussion take place in that forum as 

the Bible does not paint that picture.  As Frame writes:  “Scripture contradicts the 

proposition that only uncaused decisions are morally responsible… God in Scripture 

often brings about the free actions, and even the sinful actions, of human beings, without 

in the least diminishing their responsibility.”
33
  In other words, libertarian free will must 

ultimately stem from man’s desire to feel utterly unencumbered by outside forces as the 

Bible portrays man’s will as either captive to its own desires or to the grace of God. 

 Talbot adds to the discussion when he writes that libertarians find it “only 

appropriate to praise or blame someone for choosing to do something if he or she was 

free to choose otherwise.  That person’s choice – and that person’s choice alone – must 

be the final explanation of what he or she does.”
34
  He then offers a better idea, 

compatibilism, which believes that it is possible for there to be more than one purpose for 

a choice.  The example that he uses is a person in need of help.  A passerby may choose 

to help them, but that choice may stem from a secondary source – the person’s character, 

for example.  It was therefore inevitable that he choose that, because that is who the man 

is.  Likewise, God may so mold and shape history and events so that His will is brought 

about without violating the will of man. 

 

                                                 
 

 
33
 John Frame, No Other God, 127.  He cites Gen 50:20; 1 Kings 8:58-61; Prov 16:4-5; Isa 10:5-

15; Jer 29:10-14; Luke 22:22; John 1:12-13, 6:37; Acts 2:23, 4:27-28, 13:48-14:1; Rom 9-10; Phil 2:12-13; 

and Col 3:1-3 as examples. 

 

 
34
 Mark A. Talbot, “True Freedom: The Liberty That Scripture Portrays,” Beyond the Bounds: 

Open Theism and the Undermining of Biblical Christianity (Ed. John Piper, Justin Taylor, Paul Kjoss 

Helseth.  Wheaton, IL:  Crossway, 2003) 81. 
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 Even more dangerous than their view of free will is the open theist’s concept of 

the crucifixion.  Sanders writes that “although Scripture attests that the incarnation was 

planned from the creation of the world, this is not so with the cross.  The path of the cross 

comes about only through God’s interaction with humans in history.”
35
  That this is 

beyond the bounds of evangelicalism is painfully obvious.  As Ware points out: “In the 

end, when seen through the lens of the open view, this reformulated gospel is no longer 

the same gospel cherished by the church and taught by the Scriptures.”
36
 

 

Conclusion 

 Clark Pinnock writes: “We hope to persuade people both inside and outside the 

church to regard God in [the fashion of open theism], because we believe it is more 

biblical and meaningful to do so.”
37
  This seems to be a driving force behind open theism 

– not that it is necessarily biblical, but that it is more palatable to modern culture that 

there would be a god who thinks, acts, and reacts like they do.  The god of open theism is 

to be seen in this light and helps to explain why he does what he does. 

 The God of the Bible, however, is not like their god.  It is true that God is love; 

however, it is equally true that God is righteous, just, jealous, eternal, immanent, etc.   

                                                 
 

 
35
 John Sanders, The God Who Risks (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998) 100. 

 

 
36
 Bruce Ware, “The Gospel of Christ,” Beyond the Bounds: Open Theism and the Undermining of 

Biblical Christianity (Ed. John Piper, Justin Taylor, Paul Kjoss Helseth.  Wheaton, IL:  Crossway, 2003) 

336.  He continues: “As such, [open theism] ought not to be commended by Christians or accepted as a 

viable evangelical understanding.  When a theological proposal has compromised the very gospel itself, it 

has moved beyond the bounds.” 

 

 
37
 Clark Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” 104.  He continues: “How can we expect Christians to 

delight in God our outsiders to seek God if we portray God in biblically flawed, rationally suspect and 

existentially repugnant ways?” 
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God’s perfections qualify His essence, but no one monopolizes and comprises who God 

is.  In other words, God is God in essence, but His essence is characterized by His 

perfections, and those perfections qualify each other.  His love is a righteous love, His 

justice is a loving justice.  Failure to recognize this simple truth has led open theists away 

from biblical doctrine. 

 Because God is immutable, omniscient, and omnipotent, when the Bible makes 

mention of God changing His mind or repenting, it is referring to the emotion that God is 

feeling, not an action that He is committing.  While this may not be apparent on the 

English level, words such as nacham are clearly emotive words.
38
  Furthermore, it is not 

necessary to inflict on God the workings of man. 

 Lastly, God is seen to be wholly sovereign over soteriological affairs.  Man is able 

to freely act upon his will in accordance with his nature, which is set against the 

righteousness of God.  It therefore rests upon God to take the initiative to call and 

predestine each individual person so that they would have a right relationship with Him. 

 It has been seen that open theism does not stand up to the biblical record, even in 

the short treatment that has been afforded here.  Nevertheless, it is important to recognize 

that this is a cursory work and that much recent scholarship is available on the subject.  

The primary purpose of this paper was to show through simple exegesis and conclusions 

that the traditional theism view has a proper understanding of the perfections and actions 

of God.  As Caneday writes: “Our concept of God needs to be governed by the fact that  

 

                                                 
 

 
38
 Francis Brown, S. R. Driver, and Charles A. Briggs, The Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and 

English Lexicon (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 2006) 636. 
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God made us in his image.  God is not like us.  We are like God.”
39
  Believers serve a 

great God, let us not reduce Him to our level. 

                                                 
 

 
39
 A. B. Caneday, “Veiled Glory: God’s Self-Revelation in Human Likeness – A Biblical 

Theology of God’s Anthropomorphic Self-Disclosure,” Beyond the Bounds: Open Theism and the 

Undermining of Biblical Christianity (ed. John Piper, Justin Taylor, Paul Kjoss Helseth.  Wheaton, IL:  

Crossway, 2003) 199. 
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